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Luther V. Gillette

Interview of 'Luther Vernon Gillette, Veteran of World
War II, European Theatre.
L.V.G.

I was born the seventh day of May in 1916.
interview is May 6, 19?9.

P.E.S.

Date of

Name of interviewer is:

Paul Eugene Smith, Jr.
The nature of this interview is to inquire about
your experiences during Vvorld War II.

Could you start

off by just giving me a brief summary of how many
children were in the family and your background,
i,·

your brothers, what they did, etc?
L.V.G.

Well, there was three brothers and one sister in
my

family.

Two of my brothers served in the military

service; one was in the army and one wa.s in the navy.
The brother in the navy, he served on the
Washington, and his ship, the

u.s.s.

u.s.s.

Washington was

the first American ship to sink a Japanese battleship during the war in the Pacific.

My

older brother,

he served in the 80th. Division, and served under
Patton's Third Army.

And I wound up in a heavy artil-

lery outfit which we took our basic training, Camp
Gruber, Oklahoma.
P.E.S.

Did you join the service?

L.V.G.

No, I was drafted.

P.E.S.

How about your brothers?

L.V.G.

One brother volunteered and the other was drafted.

P.E.s.

Could you tell me how old you were?
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L.V.G.

I was twenty-five.

P.E.S.

When were you drafted?

L.V.G.

I was drafted in 1942, I was inducted _in the 28th. of
December of '42.

P.E.s.

And what was your job before that?

L.V.G.

Worked the International Nickel Company.

P.E.S.

What capacity?

L.V.G.

Well, I worked in a hot mill producing sheets for the
war effort, so we were told; sheets of- metal, the International Nickel Company, they make noncorrosive metals.

P.E.s.

Would you tell me where you first went when you were
in the service?

L.V.G.

Well look, I'm going to skip that Louisiana.

The

first place we went to was Ca.mp Gruber, Oklahoma •

.

When we finished our basic training and from there
we went to Louisiana for maneuvers, supposed to have

been six weeks but after two weeks our battalion was
alerted for overseas duty, in which we landed, (Oh,
we embarked from New York in one of the largest convoys at
that time that ever crossed the Atlantic Ocean).
We landed in Oran, Africa.

P.E.S.

Could you tell me a little bit about the convoy?

L.V.G.

The convoy was make up of about eighty ships.

As they

said, part of them was made up in Virginia, thatwhat's the name of that river there?

P.E.s.

James River

Luther V. Gillette

L.V.G.

3

James River, the convoy was made-up and the rest of
it was made - up around New York and where they came
together out there in the Atlantic I don't know.
Eut I know one morning when I got up, a.s fa.r as I
could see in any direction there was ships.

P.E.S.

What was your impression of American power at that
time?

L.V.G.

At that time, I thought that .America was the greatest
power on earth.

I.

P.E.s.

What was your impression of the Japanese and Germans?

L.V.G.

Well, at that time, the Germans were supposed to be
the greatest soldiers that ever lived-- until the
Americans proved them different.

.

P.E.S.

How did, well, how did you think of the Italian people,
the Italians?

L.V.G.

As a rule, most of the Italian people were friendly.
Of course, the Germans removed about everything they
had when they were retreating northward.

The Italians

was left without hardly anything to eat.

P.E.S.

What I really mean is before you ever met the Italians.

L.V.G.

I didn't know anything about the Italians.

P.E.S.

Then you went to Oran?

L.V.G.

Oran, Africa.

P.E.S.

How long were you there?

L.V.G.

We were there about two months, and we convoyed from
Oran up to Bizerte.

That was supposed to have been
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the most frequent bombed city in the world.

It was

bombed first by the Americans, by the English, and
after the Americans captured the city~ then the Germans - - they bombed it.
Naples, Italy.

And from there we went to

And I never will forget the experience

of taking a short submarine ride.

See we loaded onto

a submarine at the docks there in Bizerte out to this

troopship, and we wiggled our way out of this submarine, (you know it's very tight in those things), with
full gear and climbed up over the sides on rope ladders,
onto this - - it was a British troopship.

At that time

there was a terrific storm going on in the Mediterranean.
It was on Thanksgiving Day, and we were served

P.E.S.

1943?

L~. V.G.

194:3.

.,,

We sere served creamed chicken furnished by the

Americans, and tha.t was one messy mess.

P.E.s.

Did you arrive in Naples?

L.V.G.

We arrived in Naples, yes, two weeks later.

P.E.S.

And where did you go from there?

L.V.G.

From Naples we went up to a place that's outside of
Naples and bivoaced until our Headquarters and batteries
found out what we were supposed to do and where we were
supposed to go into the lines and on what day.

The day

we went into the lines was on Friday the 13th. 1943.

P.E.s.

What month?

L.V.G.

It was in December.

Luther
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How long were you there before you saw your first
action?

L.V.G.

In Italy or the?

P.E.S.

Italy. Did you see any in North Africa?

L. V. G.

No, the campa.ign had just closed down.

P.E.S.

In Italy, how long were you there before you saw your
first action?

L.V.G.

About a month.

P.E.S.

How long had you been in the military altogether?

L.V.G.

Well, at that time, almost a year, about eight months.

P.E.S.

What was the first action?

L.V.G.

The action was on Friday the 13th. at a little place
called Venafro.

I imagine it's about forty, fifty

miles northeast of Naples at the beginning of the
mountains.

And as time passed, it was one mountain

after the other.

When you get over one mountain

there was another mountain.
until early spring.

We stayed in that sector

See, we moved from there on forward

up to another region of mountains.

Then we came back

and went to the west coast, and the British, the American 5th. Army and the British came around this way,
and we swung to the left to a small place called Minturno.
And that was the jumping off point for the 85th. and
88th. divisions on May 11 when the final attack of the
American 5th. Army, when they went through the Lur Valley
headed towards Rome.

By that time, the .Americans had
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Anzio, and they were about five miles deep into the
Italian soil when the American 5th. Army made the final
push on May 11.

There was five miles· of artillery,

and on that night before the guns started firing, it
was quiet.

You could hear dogs barking off in the

distance, but at exactly at eleven o'clock you couldn't
hear anything.

P.E.s.

Five miles of artillery in a line?

L.V.G.

In a line -- backed up.

We had our Long Toms sitting

along beside of mortars, 4.2 mortars.

And out in front

of those mortars was heavy machine guns, so these big
guns were fairly close.

P.E.s.

How far can a Long Tom fire?

L.V.G.

With a supercharge, a Long Tom has been known to fire
about twenty-one miles; accurate anywhere from six to
twelve miles.

P.E.s.

It's an accurate range for them.

What would accurate be described as -- within twenty
yards, 30 yards~

L.V.G.

Within a few feet of the target.

P.E.S.

How fast could you bring your gun into play?

L.V.G.

That varied on the time and the terrain in which we
setting up a gun.

One time, I know we went into posi-

tion and was ready to fire in five minutes.
unbelievable.

It seemed

They couldn't believe it in Fire Direc-

tion Center when we reported in that number one gun was
ready to fire.

Immediately we fired one round of smoke

Luther V. Gillette
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to register for the rest of the guns.
P.E.S.

How many guns ~ere in your unit?

L.V.G.

Twelve.

Twelve guns.

There was threE: firing batteries,

a headquarters battery, and a service battery.
P.E.s.

How many men?

L.V.G.

It was a artillery ba.tta.l1on.
battalion.

What kind ot' unit would you call that?
We were a separa te

Y/e were knoYm as army troops, but we wer e

attached to different divisions at different times in
different corps.
P.E.S.

Could you tell me the corps that you served with?

L.V.G.

Well, we served under the 2nd. Corps for the longest
period of time; but we were, for a short time, attached
to the 6th. Corps and the 4th. Corps.

One time we were

supporting the French Free Army.
P.E.S.

What was that?

L.V.G.

That was in, around Pesino.

P.E.s.

Were you ever under their command?

L.V.G.

Well, I don~t know.
know at the time.

I suppose we were, but I didn't
I know that the French were out in

front of us, and we were laying down a big barrage for
them.
P.E.S.

How many men were in your battalion?

L.V.G.

Approximately a little over eleven hundred.

P.E.S.

Eleven hundred.

Do you have any idea of how many

casualties you took?
L.V.G.

Yes, we lost five men, and there was approximately
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twelve men wounded.
P.E.S.

That's a ·--

L.V.G.

And that there's a miracle, because we received as
much enemy shellfire as just practically anyone else
on the American 5th. Army.

But we fortunate that no

more than five men that we lost and the twelve that
were injured.

There were a lot of close calls and a

lot of different times.

P.E.S.

How fast could you fire your weapon?

L.V.G.

Well, one time we were firing four a minute.

P.E.s.

Could you give me the details about that?

L.V.G.

Well, we were firing at a group of German troo~s in
a bivoac area.

We got this fire mission, and from this

observation post they wanted twenty-one rounds per gun
at will.

Well, that's like firing an automatic weapon,

you fire at will.
minute.

Now that's a separate shell and separate

loading powder.
pounds per shell.
pounds.

We were firing about four rounds a

Those shells weigh about ninety- six
The powder weighed about forty-five

Our crew had worked together so long that we

knew what each man was going to do.
no problem.

And so there was

Each man was fast and knew what to do and

when to do it, until one day when we got orders to fire
only one round per minute because we were burning up
our barrels.

P.E.s.

Where- was this?

Do you remember?

Luther
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Yes, that was in the enttance to the right sector of
Pesi no.

P.E.s.

How about the German artillery?

L.V.G.

The German artillery was wicked.

They had their heavy

guns, a 177 millimeter gun, and they had this 88 that
was fired like an American 3'0 . 06 rifle.

They would

shoot at one man, or they would shoot at tanks.

They

had that barrel mounted on anti - tank guns, on tanks,
on anti - aircraft guns, and they would shoot.

In fact,

when the war ended, we found a field full of these
German 88's, and I have some pictures that show those
guns with a circle around each barrel for an American
plane shot d,wn.

And they were an awful lot of them.

It was one wicked gun, but they didn't have the know- how
that the American artillery had.
P.E.S.

In what means?

L.V.G.

Well, we could fire at night and hit a target, where
they couldn't.

Used the flash and sound system.

One

instrument would pick up the flash; another instrument
five miles across from them would pick up the sound and
compute the two of them from the time that shell landed.
And they could tell exactly where that gun was.

Then

our battalion would open up -- all twelve guns firing
at that area.

One of them would hit it -- maybe two

of them.

P.E.S.

What represented the greatest danger to your unit, artil-
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lery, airplanes?
L.V.G.

Artillery, airplanes.

They strafed us a lot; they

dive-bombed us a lot, but most of it wa.s artillery.
P.E.S.

What kind of pla.nes were used against you?

L. V.G.

German.

J.fost of them used those Stuka Dive-bombers.

That was an old -- it was one of the German's old divebombers.

He had to cut the engine off before he could

release his bombs.
P.E.s.

So you could tell when he wa.s going to drop his bombs?

L.V.G.

Yell, the way you could tell when that bomb was coming

}

when you could no longer hear that engine.
the engine off

He'd cut

look out -- that bomb was falling,

and then he would start his engine back up after he
released his bo,mbs.
P.E.S.

What do you thing was the most frightening thing for
American troops, enemy aircraft, artillery, or infantry?

L.V.G.

Being in the artillery, I'd sa.y artillery, but I'd
say the infantry would say the German infantry and
German tanks.

Of course, we didn't get to see too

much of the infantry because we were heavy artillery.
But a lot of times, we were close.

Sometimes we'd get

: .oaught up ·. ot1 these long, fast moves like going through
the Po Valley after we final]ybroke out of the northern
Appenine Mountains going into the Po Valley where we
had been holed up for about four months in the wintertime.

We were travelling so fast, and they had pinpointed
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fifty miles up the road where you were supposed to
set your guns up.

We had hit the main highway, and

so these trucks pulling a fifteen ton- gun could trave~
at about forty miles an hour.

After we'd outrun tanks

and everybody else, we'd be in position, have our guns
set-up before the infantry and tanks would get there a
lot of times.

And this happened one time -- I don't

know the name of the little, old town, but some of the
guys went back to get some water and there was Germans
all over the ~lace.

And here we were on past it, and

we were cut off.

P.E.s.

What happened?

L.V.G.

What ha:ppened was tha.t we were lucky that one of the
other American di vi si one wa.s running a spearhead aero ss
the Po Valley and cut the Germans back off.
where those Germans surrendered.

And that's

There must have been

about two hundred of them; they were all over the place.
Tha.t' s one time I began to wonder whether I was going

I.(

to be infantry or artillery because each one of us had
our own personal weapons.
;P . :~ . s.

\That kind of weapon did you carry?

L.V.G.

30 caliber carbine.

Of course, we had two 50 caliber

machine guns.
P.E.S.

Did you have any other kind of weapon?

L.V.G.

No.

P.E.S.

How did you find the Italian people?

That's about all we had.

Luther
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I found the Italian people very friendly.

Seems like

if you found an Italian who could speak a little bit
of English, it was always the same thing.
part of the States were you in?"

Say, "What

He said, "I worked

for the Pennsylvania Railroad," or "I worked for the
New York subway.

P.E.S.

11

So, I found them very friendly.

Do you think the average American liked the Italian
people?

L.V.G.

I think most of them did, because there was an awful
lot of Italians in the American Army and they seemed
to fit right at home whenever they ran into these
Italian fa.milies.

P.E.S.

What was the typical attitude, as you know it, of
American soldiers towards the Germans?

L.V.G.

Well, that's hard to say.

Course, the Germans at times,

the German infantry -- sometimes they found a. lot of
Americans that were captured, with their hands tied
behind them, shot in the head.

So then the Americans

for awhile, they didn't take no prisoners.

Their

was quite a bit of talk about the Americans not bringing back any prisoners; and after that, the JapaneseAmericans, the Nisei troops came in, and they found
quite a few of those little soldiers with their hands
tied and shot, and I know they didn't take any prisoners
because I talked to a lot of them.
fightingest troops I ever seen.

To me, they were the
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P.E.S.

They were especially aggressive soldiers?

L.V.G.

Yes, they were.

They were all small.

I think the

tallest one must have been about five foot two or
three.

Friendly, they'd give you the last bite out

of their knapsack whatever they had.

I know one time

we were moving so fast that our own rations couldn't
keep up and a couple of da.ys we didn't have anything
to eat, because there was no way to keep up with the
front lines.

And there was a battalion of those little

guys camped in back of our guns, and I walked down
through there and was talking with one of their sergeants.

He was from California.

I said "Hey you got

any old, stale cheese or anything like tbat around?"
He said, "Man, what's the matter are you hungry?"
I said, "Yell, we haven't had anyt. . ing to eat in
a lortg time, can't keep up with the rations."
So he hollered, "Hey, a.11 you guys gather up your
stuff"; and when I left there, I had all I could carry,
cheese and crackers, and Spam and all that stuff.

They

were a nice bunch of guys.

P.E.s.

How do you think the Hisei regarded themselves?

L. V.G.

I think tha t they rega.rded themselves as one o:f the best
troops that ever put, on a.n Ameri c0n uni form; an d a.ccording to th e rewa rds they received, they must have been.
I don't know the exact numb er of Purple Hearts and
Congressional Medal of Honors that those guys received,

Luther V. Gillette
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They ~ere tremendous; and

th~t, I know, this i s the third day of July of that
sa.me year, 1944, General J.Ia.rk Cla.rk Yv~.s decora.ting
we were lined up a long this road, had our gun set,
getting ready to fire, but the Germa.ns were retreating
so fast ~e were out of range.

We couldn't reach them.

So we used the.t time to wait till the infantry ca.ught
up with the German infantry to clean up our equipment,
because we had been firing all winter and moving the
biggest part of the summer.

So we decided we would

take that time to clean up our equipment. -- and they
were decorating all these little soldiers, these Nisei
troops, back about twenty-five yards from where we
were set up.
P.E.S.

Where were you?

L.V.G.

There's a small town on the west coast of Italy called
Civitavecchia., I never will forget the name of it and
like you pronounce it.

And it was a very short distance

from that town to where we were set up because some
of the guys went back that evening to see if they could
find a little liquids such as wine, do some trading.
But that next genera~ Clark, came up and presented all
these medals to these guys.
P. E. S.

How· far north in Italy did you go?

L.V.G.

We went as far north as we could go, to the foothills
of the Alp Mountains, to a small town called Bassano

Luther
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And that's where the war ended -- on

birthday, the seventh day of May, 1945.

What was the feeling amongst American troops when
the war ended.

L.V.G.

The end -- let's go home.

P.E.s.

Could I ask you a question about what did the Americans
think of the Russians during the war?

L.V.G.

Well, the average .American didn't know much about the
Russians.

P.E.S.

How about the average American soldier?

L.V.G.

The average American soldier didn't know much about
them.

I know that the English captured quite a few

Russian soldiers, supposed to ha.ve been Russian soldiers,
that were with the German army.

They were soldiers

that surrendered to the Germana, but the Germans
brought them down in Italy to fill in, to kind of
slow down American attack; but they were captured on
the British 8th. Army side.

And I know, after the

war ended, a few days after, some of

my

buddies and

myself were escorting these troops back to a depot
where they would be turned over to the .American
authorities, and the few Russians that I talked to,
(they couldn't speak English -- I couldn't speak
Russian, but what Italian they knew and what Italian
I knew) we could talk backwards and forwards.

P.E.S.

Were they Russians in German uniforms?

Luther V. Gillette
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They were Russians in German uniforms, and they said,
"Where are we going -- the United States?"
I said, "No, they are going to send YC?U back to Russia."

They said they didn't want to go back to Russia,
they'd be shot, because they were fighting with the
Germans, see they surrendered to the Germans.

(

P.E.S.

When did you surrender them to the depot?

L.V.G.

It was about along in June, the latter part of June.

P.E.S.

This is 1945?

L.V.G.

We had approximately 250 of them.
Where was it you took them?
To a small town called -- it's between Florence and
Pisa along the Arno River.

I don't know the name of

the town; I've forgot •
.,

P. E. S.

How about the German soldier~ did you ever have occasion
to escort any of them?

L.V.G.

Yes, we escorted approximately 2,000 of those to the
same place.

P.E.S.

From where to Where?

L.V.G.

That was from northern Italy from i~ around Verona, Italy
where the staging area was back to this small town
between Florence and Pisa.

It was more of a, like a

two day and two night journey on this old train.

It

wasn't more or less to escort the Germans; it was to
keep the Italian partisans from killing them because
they hated them.

Luther
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How did you find the German troops a.t the end of the
war?

L.V.G.

Well, they were just like we were -- they wanted to
go home.

P.E.s.

How about the partisans?

L.V.G.

Yes, we encountered a few partisans.

Did you encounter any partisans?
They did a lot

of good in their own way, but after awhile they run it
in the ground.

It was just like over in Iran, every-

body run around with an automatic weapon strapped on
them after the wa.r.

Finally, the .American military

gave them a warning that they'd have to turn those
weapons in; · the war was over ~ith.

Eut each one of

them felt that he was an individual liberator himself.
They were dangerous to be around.

The war was over

with; there was no point in them carrying guns.

P.E.S.

And you had to protect German prisoners from Italian
partisans?

L.V.G.

From the Italians, right, after the war was over with.

P.E.S.

Did you encounter any of the Frenchmen, the Free French?

L. V. G.

No, I met some of the Free French up in the mountains
before we came out of the mountains.

That was during

the trade, the swap between the American 5th. Army and
the English 8th. Army.

They were trading sides with

the Americans going to the west part of Italy to head
north and the English 8th. Army.

They were making

the switch, and the Germans didn't know anything about

Luther V. Gillette
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We did it at night, and the French were in the

middle.

And it was during one of the winter lulls,

and that the French fit w~s north of Casino) ~tid if
I had some of those maps maybe I could pinpoint the
place, but I doubt it.

P.E.s.

How long ~ere you in Italy after the war?

L.V.G.

About five months.

r .E. s.

When did you come back to the States then?

L.V.G.

Came back to the Sta.tes in November, 1945.

Discharged

on November 22, 1945, Thanksgiving Day.

P.E.S.

And then you went back to work?

L.V.G.

And then I took a little time to rest and went back
to work.

P.E.S.

Did you have any other military experiences after that?

L.V.G.

Yes, I was in the National Guard for about a year and

..,

transferred.

Well, I went out oft~ Guard, went back

on the evening shift at work.

There was no way I could

attend Guard meetings, so I asked and received a discharge from the National Guard.

And later on I joined

the Reserve, and I was iB the Army Reserve for little
over a year.

P.E.S.

What years were these?

L.V.G.

Let me see.
Guard in '51.

It was '48, and I was in the National
The year '51 to early '52 I ~iVas the

Reserve, and I got a medical discharge from that.

P.E.s.

Did you think that you might get called up for any other
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in the military, I've got my doubts about them.

I don't

think about them as very good Americans.

P.E.s.

Well, let me ask you a question here.

If the same

situation were to develop all over again, would you
have done it all the same way?
L.V.G.

I'd have done it exactly the same way.

P.E.s.

Well, thank you for the time for the interview, sir, and

I appreciate it and so does Marshall University.
L.V.G.

Your welcome.

P~E.s.

This concludes the interview of Luther Vernon Gillette,
6107 Pearidge Road, Huntington, w.va.

Paul Eugene Smith, Jr.

(

Interviewer was

